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raining is the most sig-
nificant human resource
function undertaken by

Nontraditional Training Systems
Realizing the Effectiveness of an
Agency’s Most Valuable Resource
By BRIAN C. DELLA, M.S.

law enforcement agencies. All
law enforcement management
textbooks cover the importance
of implementing effective train-
ing programs. Each similarly
defines training as the “planned
effort by an organization to
facilitate employees’ learning
of job-related competencies.”1

Most law enforcement of-
ficers receive more training now
than they have in the past. Many
agencies spend a significant

amount of time training new of-
ficers and increasing on-the-job
learning through in-service
training programs. The majority
of this training focuses on
cognitive (or factual) outcomes,
not affective (or emotional)
outcomes. Most law enforce-
ment agencies, however, can
make better use of their in-
service training programs by
shifting their paradigm to take
into account the needs of adult
learners and by teaching with
purpose, not just to cover the
material.2

FOCUSING ON TRAINING
Unfortunately, some instruc-

tors place little emphasis on
teaching adult learners or, fur-
ther, communicating with the
increasing number of “Genera-
tion Xers.”3 Both groups are
unique in their learning prefer-
ences and needs. Historically,
law enforcement agencies have
used a traditional training sys-
tem model not particularly
conducive to adult learners’
needs, but, instead, seemingly
built around the needs of the
organization. Often, some
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Agencies
should focus on

ensuring education
and changing

perceptions, not
on meeting
mandates.

Sergeant Della serves with the Annapolis,
Maryland, Police Department.

classes appear to cover repeti-
tive, uninspiring topics simply
to meet mandated requirements,
rather than satisfying these
standards in a self-directed
study curriculum. Training with
a traditional approach does not
always realize the full effective-
ness of the organization’s most
valuable resource—its people;
agencies waste this important
management tool. “A well-
conceived training plan is a
necessary ingredient.... It helps
police personnel toward a
change in attitudes and prac-
tices...and in providing more
effective police services.”4

While training mandates estab-
lish uniform minimal standards
of performance, the progressive
law enforcement agency recog-
nizes that although training pro-
vides the opportunity to acquire
and improve job-related skills,
it also extends further to career
planning and development.5

Training is a set of activities
that provides an opportunity to
acquire and improve job-related
skills. A majority of officers
have mastered much of the
mandated training and often
work in areas where the training
has little job relevancy. Cover-
ing this material in a self-direct-
ed study program and using the
time and resources saved to
broaden officers’ career devel-
opment in more challenging and
interesting areas would better
serve them and their agencies.
The cognitive outcomes used to
measure the degree to which
trainees are familiar with prin-
ciples, facts, techniques, proce-
dures, and processes easily can
be achieved via self-directed
study, which allows adult
learners to take responsibility
for their own learning, and
standardized tests. Agencies
could tailor the new nontradi-
tional learning objectives to

meet an officer’s career devel-
opment goal.

DEVELOPING CAREERS
The basic framework for

formal career planning involves
a five-step framework “begin-
ning with personal assessment
and then progressing through
analysis of opportunities, selec-
tion of career objectives, and
implementation of strategies.”6

Training programs that chal-
lenge and move people to
higher levels of intellectual
thought keep personnel moti-
vated and improve the agency’s
ability to serve the community.
The benefits from this type of
training program may not be
immediately recognizable, but
subtle, long-term results will
occur.

By focusing on career de-
velopment, agencies pay more
attention to affective outcomes,
such as attitudes and motivation
(which may include tolerance
for diversity, motivation to
learn, safety attitudes, and
customer-service orientation),
that will positively change an
employee’s attitude toward the
organization and the mission.
Focusing on affective outcomes
and not cognitive outcomes (the
degrees to which officers are
familiar with facts and proce-
dures) simply measured on a
multiple-choice test compounds
the organization’s return on
investment and the benefits de-
rived from a training program.
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Law enforcement officer
in-service training can move
progressively forward with an
emphasis on purpose. Purpose-
ful teaching7 moves away from
traditional training systems
(characterized by presenting
topics in specific time frames
and composed of lectures and
demonstrations with results
measured in multiple-choice
test formats) to a systems
approach, which aligns all
elements of the educational
process. A successful training
program first must take into
consideration some established
principles of learning and
recognize the student’s apper-
ceptive base: “The student’s

past training and experience
and his ability to integrate these
with his new learning and
experiences will materially
affect his learning rate.”8

IDENTIFYING NEEDS
OF ADULT LEARNERS

Law enforcement in-service
training programs should reflect
Malcolm Knowles’ theory of
andragogy developed specifi-
cally for adult learners. Andra-
gogy emphasizes that adults are
self-directed and expect to take
responsibility for their deci-
sions; all adult-learning pro-
grams must accommodate this.
Basically, andragogy means that
instruction for adults needs to

focus more on the process and
less on the content. Strategies,
such as case studies, role-plays,
simulations, and self-evaluation,
are most useful, with the in-
structor acting more as a facili-
tator or resource than a lecturer.
Andragogy is based on four
assumptions about the design
of learning.

1) Self-concept: In contrast to
the dependency of children,
adults have a deep psycho-
logical need to be self-
directing. They resent and
resist situations that do not
allow for self-direction or
courses in which the trainer
and the design shove

Established Principles of Learning

•  Principle of readiness: The conditions in the student’s environment are such that they
establish an attitude favorable to learning.

•  Principle of effect: The effect of the student’s success in learning is pleasurable and
satisfying. The student will strive to continue doing what provides a pleasant effect to
continue learning.

•  Principle of repetition: Experiences that are pleasing or satisfying lead to an accompa-
nying desire to repeat the experience.

•  Principle of primacy: Things learned first create a strong impression in the mind that is
difficult to erase. For this reason, negative approaches to teaching should be avoided.

•  Principle of recency: Information acquired last generally is remembered best; frequent
review and summarization help fix in the mind the material covered.

•  Principle of intensity: The more intense the material taught, the more likely it will be
retained.

Source: E. Hilgard, G. Bower, Theories of Learning (New York, NY: Appleton Century-Crofts, 1966).
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trainees into dependent roles
of children.

2) Experience: Adults have
accumulated a reservoir of
experience that serves as a
resource for learning, as
well as a broad base to
relate new learning.

3) Readiness to learn: Adults
become ready to learn things
that they need to know or be
able to do to fulfill their role
in society. For example,
instructors should not teach
the principles of good
composition, but, rather,
how to write an effective
business letter.

4) Orientation to learning:
Children have a subject-
centered orientation to
learning; adults tend to have
a problem-centered orienta-
tion. For example, children
master content to pass a
course or to be promoted to
the next grade; adults seek
the skills or knowledge they
need to apply to real-life
problems they face.
Other adult-learning theo-

rists support Knowles’ andra-
gogy principles. One theorist
maintains that “adult-learning
programs should capitalize on
the experiences of participants
while challenging adults to
move to increasingly advanced
stages of personal develop-
ment.... Adults should have as
much choice as possible in the
availability and organization of

learning programs.”9 Partici-
pants who learn from purpose-
ful teaching tend to become
lifelong learners who seek
further educational and training
opportunities, and they also lean
toward modeling these behav-
iors in their own teaching and
managerial roles.10 Four key
points facilitate an interactive
learning setting: 1) create a
low-risk learning environment,
which is accomplished by spe-
cific seating arrangements in the
classroom to the manner that

•  Telling is teaching and
listening is learning.

•  Covering content will trans-
fer into practice in the field.

•  Recall is an appropriate way
to test mastery of learning.

•  All expertise and control of
learning necessarily resides
in the instructor.11

Law enforcement training
can move its focus on student
learning from mere knowledge
cognition to higher levels of
expressed learning. Benjamin
Bloom’s cognitive domain
taxonomy12 ranks the levels of
thinking and provides instruc-
tors with a framework they can
use to build curriculum materi-
als that take learners more
deeply into an area of study.
The cognitive domain involves
knowledge and the development
of intellectual skills, including
the recall or recognition of
specific facts, procedural
patterns, and concepts that serve
in the development of intellec-
tual abilities and skills. The
domain includes six major
categories, from the simplest
behavior to the most complex,
and can be thought of as de-
grees of difficulties—the first
one must be mastered before the
next one can take place.13

1) Knowledge: recalling or
recognizing information.

2) Comprehension: organizing
learned material described
in own words.

questions are answered and the
response to answers given;
2) encourage higher levels of
engagement, such as critical
thinking and problem solving;
3) examine student learning to
alter instruction if necessary;
and 4) increase the student’s
level of critical thinking by
incorporating specialized
questioning. Further, certain
principles allow the instructor/
facilitator to break away from
the incorrect assumptions made
with a traditional model of
teaching.

”
Training is only
effective if the

knowledge, skills,
and behaviors are

transferred to practice.

“
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3) Application: using previ-
ously learned material to
solve a problem.

4) Analysis: identifying rea-
sons, causes, and motives
and considering available
evidence to reach a con-
clusion, inference, or
generalization.

5) Synthesis: combining ideas
or related information, pro-
ducing original communica-

tions, and making predic-
tions based on information.

6) Evaluation: judging the
merit of an idea, solution, or
work.

PLANNING TRAINING
PROGRAMS

After establishing where
training efforts should take law
enforcement and the outcomes
they should provide, agencies
must plot the course to reach

these improved and expanded
outcomes. The instructional
design process is a systematic
approach for developing a
training program. The design
should emphasize that effective
training programs involve more
than choosing the easiest or
most familiar training approach.
Agencies should focus on
ensuring education and chang-
ing perceptions, not on meeting
mandates. To this end, they can

“Real teaching is more than imparting knowledge. Learning is defined as a demon-
strated change of the participants’ behavior sought by the instructor. The behaviors sought
must not just be a regurgitation of information provided but, instead, must be a demonstra-
tion of the behaviors required for effective application.” This “Purposeful Teaching”
approach focuses on learning, not just covering material, and is composed of six essential
elements.
1) The creation of an environment supportive of and conducive to learning; the major

factor is a high-intensity, but relatively safe, learning environment where the instruc-
tion builds on successful experiences, not coercive or demeaning activities.

2) Clearly stated outcomes expressed in terms of how learners will demonstrate their
acquisition of knowledge and skills.

3) Activities structured for the needs of the learners, such as the use of their experience,
teaching to multiple learning styles, and their inclusion in defining how they will be
taught.

4) Learners’ active physical and mental engagement in the learning process, rather than
reliance on passive listening, watching, and reading activities.

5) Interactive teaching techniques that enable a continuous checking for participant
learning so instruction can be modified for optimal learning.

6) Activities structured to precipitate critical thinking and problem solving; these skills
are not subjects to be taught, but processes to be involved in and reflected upon.

Purposeful Teaching

Source: K. Spencer, Center for Excellence in Teaching, Johns Hopkins University, Baltimore, MD, Purposeful
Teaching, http://www.rcmp-learning.org/docs/ecdd1140.htm.



follow a process that will guide
them through the design of
instruction planning, from
recognizing needs, creating the
right environment, and selecting
the best methods to evaluate the
success of the program.14

Departments can implement
this process for any training
program; however, mandated
training requirements exist for
all law enforcement officers.
For example, some agencies
mandate a certain amount of
classroom training for all fire-
arms, covering the 1) purpose of
firearms instruction; 2) care,
cleaning, and safe handling and
storage of service weapons;
3) legal aspects of the use of
firearms; and 4) fundamentals
of shooting, such as sight align-
ment, sight picture, stance, grip,
and trigger control. Without
question, these represent impor-
tant topics for law enforcement
officers to understand and mas-
ter; however, they typically do
not focus on the adult learner.
Instead, they stress the cognitive
through material lectured to
officers each year. This curricu-
lum, built around the constraints
of the organization and the
needs and abilities of the in-
structors, often prevents the
department from fulfilling the
needs of the officers and may
create an atmosphere of resent-
ment because abilities go unrec-
ognized. Typically, instructors
conduct firearms in-service
training by lecture and demon-

stration of the most basic pro-
cedures and review of the use-
of-force continuum and sig-
nificant case law with little
consideration for the in-service
attendees’ experience or exper-
tise in the area. Officers, usually
grouped in classes with signifi-
cantly different levels of experi-
ence and training, often receive
the same training with little
modification every year. By
applying a sound instructional

certainly should be proficient
with their duty weapons to
avoid litigation and to provide
proper answers to citizens if
questioned about firearms
safety. Further, many pressure
points, such as performance
problems, new technology
legislation, or an officer’s lack
of basic skills, may suggest or
mandate the need for training.
An organizational analysis
certainly would confirm the
appropriateness of this particu-
lar training. A personal analysis
would determine whether lack
of proficiency was the result
of inadequacy of knowledge,
skills, or abilities and determine
which, and to what extent,
individuals need training. A
task analysis would identify
the important task, knowledge,
skills, behaviors, and attitudes
to emphasize in the training.

Creating the Right
Environment

The next step to successful
change is ensuring officers’
readiness for the training and
the enhancement of their moti-
vation to learn. The most
important aspect concerning
firearms training is letting the
officers know that the purpose
of the training is to try to im-
prove performance, rather than
to point out incompetence. By
creating a learning environment
that recognizes the needs of
adult learners, a permanent
change in behavior can occur.

design process, departments can
create a more effective course
that moves the learning from
simple cognition to affective
learning, reflecting a change
in attitudes and practice.

Recognizing Needs
By conducting a needs

assessment, departments right-
fully could conclude, for ex-
ample, that training officers in
the care, cleaning, safe han-
dling, and legal aspects of fire-
arms is necessary. The public
expectation is high, and officers

”

...in-service training
programs should
reflect Malcolm

Knowles’ theory of
andragogy developed
specifically for adult

learners.

“
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Officers must know why they
are learning the material, which,
in turn, instructors should
express in objectives that
provide the training’s purpose
and expected outcomes. Train-
ing objectives have three com-
ponents: 1) a statement of what
the officer is expected to do,
2) a statement of the quality or
level of performance deemed
acceptable, and 3) a statement
of the conditions under which
the officer must perform.15

Officers also need to use their
own experiences as a basis for
learning. Here is where the
move from the traditional
pedagogical instruction method
(the one-way transfer of knowl-
edge from the instructor to the
student) must take place. The
andragogical style, which
promotes the mutual involve-
ment of the student and instruc-
tor in the learning process to
help enhance the learning
environment, should replace the
pedagogical instruction method.
Allowing officers to learn by
observing and interacting with
others and by giving them
opportunities to practice what
they have learned further en-
hances the learning environ-
ment, providing immediate
positive feedback. These crucial
elements should become key
components of the curriculum.

Selecting the Best Methods
Training is only effective

if the knowledge, skills, and

behaviors are transferred to
practice. The transfer of training
needs to be supported and en-
couraged within the culture of
the organization. Therefore,
management not only must
support the training but verify
that officers have opportunities
to apply the learning. Agencies
can employ different methods to
determine that they have se-
lected the right training method.
While the lecture process has
merit in ensuring the presenta-
tion of material, it proves the
least effective method for
teaching adult learners. Also,
law enforcement is one of the
few pro-fessions where the onus
for up-to-date training and
certification maintenance rests
with the or-ganizations, not the

individual. This lack of personal
responsibility, coupled with the
fact that adult learners are more
motivated when their need for
active participation in the
learning process is recognized,
encourages the move to more
self-directed learning practices.
Providing officers with printed
material clearly outlining and
explaining information that
easily measures knowledge,
comprehension, and application
prior to formal training allows
for more class time to progress
instruction into areas that
encourage analysis, synthesis,
and evaluation of the topic. This
moves the training from the
coverage and regurgitation of
content onto selected response
tests to the demonstration of

Our Retention Levels

Source: K. Spencer, Center for Excellence in Teaching, Johns
Hopkins University, Baltimore, MD, Purposeful Teaching, http://
www.rcmp-learning.org/docs/ecdd1140.htm.

•  10 percent of what we read

•  20 percent of what we hear

•  30 percent of what we see

•  40 percent of what we see and hear

•  60 percent of what we discuss with others

•  70 percent of what we experience personally

•  80 percent of what we discover and solve individually
or in groups

•  95 percent of what we teach to someone else



new knowledge during a com-
petent field performance. Other
best practices to facilitate adult
learners and ensure learning
include case study methods,
work groups, discussion panels,
and practice sessions. Employ-
ing as many of these methods as
possible ensures that personal
learning preferences are consid-
ered, and by strategically apply-
ing all of the different levels of
engagement, law enforcement
managers can exponentially
increase the learner’s retention
to obtain the most transfer of
training to application.

Evaluating the Program
In evaluating training pro-

grams, agencies must focus on
the training outcomes, which

they can measure in several
ways: 1) cognitive; 2) skill-
based; 3) results; and, most
important, 4) affective, or the
changes in officers’ motivations
and attitudes. With in-service
firearms training, agencies more
easily can measure the cognitive
outcomes, which typically in-
volve an ability to recite infor-
mation previously presented.
In challenging adult learners to
affective learning, agencies
will call upon them to compare
and contrast, design, develop,
critique, and justify the materi-
als instructed.

Few law enforcement train-
ing programs are evaluated in a
rigorous manner. Most training
evaluations use routine trainee
evaluation forms that ask

participants to describe their
attitudes about the adequacy
and relevancy of program
content and the capabilities of
the instructional staff. But, any
training program evaluation also
should include an assessment
of the participants’ degree of
learning, which indicates if the
trainees’ knowledge of the sub-
ject has increased or if certain
skills have improved. In addi-
tion, it may include measures
of attitudes toward specific
concepts or procedures. An
assessment of what students
have learned in a training
program is important because
changes in knowledge, skills,
and attitudes usually can be
linked to changes in behavior
and performance.16

ne agency’s approach to lesson plan design includes facilitating adult learning,
incorporating different teaching methods, recognizing varying learning preferences,

Sample Lesson Plan

and meeting the mandated requirement on annual firearms training. First, instructors use
the anticipatory set, a short activity that focuses the learners’ attention before the actual
lesson begins. For example, questions are listed on the board referring to predistributed
handouts describing nomenclature of service weapon, cleaning materials used, and general
safety practices. Instructors follow this with the purpose or objective of the training. The
instructor imparts why the students need to learn the material, how they will be able to
transfer the material, and how they will show learning as a result of the instruction. Know-
ing that students have varying levels of knowledge and expertise and that they have had
prior training in this area, instructors should limit the lecture/modeling. A guided practice
will ensure continuity of knowledge. After this, the instructor should check for understand-
ing by using a variety of questioning strategies to determine what learning has occurred. An
independent practice should follow, and students should break into small work groups to
solve problems in either a case study format or situational problem-solving format. The
closure segment or a review of the lesson, in which the instructor asks the students to
provide feedback or to demonstrate what has been learned, should follow.

O
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After emphasizing the im-
portance of recognizing the
adult learners’ needs and ways
to accommodate and develop
better training programs suited
to these needs, departments
must consider a lesson plan that
incorporates teaching methods
focused on the adult learner, as
well as one that reflects a pro-
gressive, affective outcome-
based management philosophy.
Without a systematic, compre-
hensive lesson plan, the instruc-
tor, students, and the depart-
ment lack a significant resource.
The lesson plan constitutes the
blueprint to meaningful instruc-
tion, which departments can
duplicate and use as a basis for
testing. Further, it can provide
the specificity and detail re-
quired to determine the purpose
of the training, the desired
outcomes, the conditions under
which the student must per-
form, and what type of testing
took place to ensure learning,
items often missing in training
outlines.

CONCLUSION
Law enforcement has come

a long way in recognizing the
importance and significance of
training. To keep the training
evolution progressing, trainers
and managers can incorporate
approaches that consider the
needs of adult learners and
allow them to be accountable
for their own learning.

By moving away from the
traditional lecture formats and

creating learning environments
that facilitate self-directed
learning, agencies can increase
officers’ retention capacities
and better ensure that they put
their training into practice.
Mandated training requirements
have a valid purpose, but
agencies should ensure that they
base teaching methods on the
needs of the students, not the
constraints and needs of the
organization. Simply telling
someone how to do something
does not mean that learning has
occurred; covering mandated
content does not mean that
officers will transfer the mate-
rial into practice on the job.
Instead, by adopting the prin-
ciples of andragogy, agencies
can instruct with a higher
purpose and help their officers
achieve full potential.
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